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Eleven 

This is Dek Unu Magazine. In Esperanto, dek unu means 
"eleven." Eleven Images from a single artist. Eleven artists in 
eleven solo issues each year. 

Dek Unu publishes the work of a new photoartist in each issue. 
The artist's work and words are featured alone and in individual 
focus as the sole purpose for each issue of the magazine. 

Unlike other arts and letters magazines which might look for 
work from a variety of artists to support an editorial staffs 
theme, at Dek Unu, theme and imagery are always each 
artist’s own. 

This Month 

Since its earliest days, photography has existed at the 
crossroads of art and technology. In her work, Elzbieta 
(Ela) Kurowska continues the long tradition of 
photographers as experimenters, tinkerers and, 
perhaps, alchemists. A Ph.D. bio-chemist, she uses 
photoelastic gels and cross-polarized light to see into a 
beautiful world of light and color that seems to resemble 
both inner and outer space. Removed from the 
laboratory context and re-homed in gallery exhibitions 
and fine arts publications, her “Light Forms" fit perfectly 
with the most engaging contemporary color 
abstractions. Through imagination’s telescope or 
microscope, Ela Kurowska’s images richly reward the 
closest attention. 
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Interview - Elzbieta (Ela) Kurowska 

Welcome, Ela. Yours is astounding creative photography! 

I started photography about 10 years ago. but at first it was just a 
hobby I did a lot of travel photography and I created many images 
that I would consider ■'decent.' but the decisive moment that changed 
everything was my first experience with organic gels I fondly 
remember a very simple gel composition that I placed on top of my 
old computer screen (which served both as a light box and as a 
polarizer) When I looked at it through the camera lens with another 
polarizer filter, the translucent object suddenly transformed into an 
image of an alien planet, glowing with inner light and emerging from 
dark space I still love this image although at close inspection, you 
can see there every pixel from the computer screen 



Sounds like a mixture of scientific research and serendipity. 

I was interested in photoelastic effect and its unexplored potential in 
art photography Images illustrating material stress in objects made 
of hard resins or transparent plastic were not exactly inspiring. I 
knew about organic gels which have the same ability to glow in the 
cross-polarized light when deformed but which are softer and more 
malleable As a biochemist I was familiar with their structure and 
properties, and I knew many laboratory techniques that use them 
as tools Organic gels were ideally transparent and they showed 


beautifully in photos, naturally forming graceful, bio-morphic 
shapes This discovery was even better than what I could have 
imagined 

Your work is supremely well-crafted technically. Talk about 
your photography training. 

I am a scientist and I like to learn new things by myself So. I 
never took any formal photography courses I just read some texts 
about the theory of digital photography, and then a couple of 
books about principles of composition, color and lighting After 
that I went through my camera manual and started shooting Of 
course, later I participated in several photography workshops and 
art photography tours, so interacting with other photographers 
was also very important. 

Your images are also aesthetically well-seen. Is there formal 
fine art training in your background? 

No training Just my readings about rules of composition and 
importance of light and color in photography, plus intuition. When 
viewed through polarized filters and illuminated in the right way. 
gel sculpture can transform into objects of beauty My role as a 
photographer is to recognize and capture this unique breath¬ 
taking moment 

I was lucky to meet a person with arts background who found my 
works fascinating and who encouraged me to build up a larger 
portfolio Because I had no experience with abstract photography, 
and because I needed some guidance he agreed to give me 
some feedback on my next creations like what are strong 
and weak elements of my images what emotions they evoke.. I 
spent three months creating new artwork and analyzing his 
comments and critiques Then I submitted my best images to 
random galleries and. miraculously. I landed my first solo 
exhibition 


They seem so natural, yet the photos are created in "the lab." 

I use a Nikon D750 with a 60 mm fixed lens, plus a sturdy tripod To 
get my macro images sharp all the way through. I attach my camera 
to a laptop and take a range of shots at different depths of field using 
Helicon Remote software Then, all pictures are automatically 
merged into a single image by the Helicon Focus program For final 
editing I use lightroom and Photoshop I make only "cosmetic'’ 
changes like correction of brightness and luminosity Also, I clean 
images of any specks of dust that look like bright spots in the cross- 
polarized light 



I apply many different lighting techniques to capture my gel 
compositions in their full glory My main light sources are two large 
LED screens positioned perpendicularly, both covered with sheet 
polarizers Occasionally, I add other lighting like a studio lamp 
covered with tissue paper as a diffuser or even a regular ceiling 
lamp Sometimes I also use tinted foils, tinted glass and colored 
reflectors. Other important pieces of my equipment are vanous 
clamps and other contraptions which help with positioning gel 
sculptures at odd angles To create my compositions, and to 


stimulate micro deformations in the gel material, I use several 
different organic gels and a huge variety of science-based tricks 
My assortment of tools is endless For every photographic 
session, I invent something new 

Developing the Light Forms project forced me to learn many new 
techniques like focus stacking or manual stitching of panorama 
but once I knew what I needed it was not hard to find detailed 
instructions Much more difficult is staging my gel objects for 
photography Gel compositions are usually held on glass or on 
transparent foils illuminated from behind and/or below To catch 
the magic light radiating from within, I often shoot them at odd 
angles, sometimes adding external light sources The whole 
setup may create unexpected reflections and the only way to 
control them is by trials and errors 

Your work in Light Forms is also about "Life Forms." 

I learned from my first curator that a series of images selected for 
the exhibition should tell a story This could be a challenge for 
abstract photos, but my early images looked very otherworldly, 
like privileged snapshots of alien life developing and evolving in a 
remote corner of the Universe So, I presented the series as 
metaphor of the biblical story of the creation of life Later I realized 
that the process that leads to the creation of Light Forms also 
bears an uncanny resemblance to the process that led to creation 
of life on Earth According to science, the first simple life forms 
could have emerged on the young planet Earth when large, 
carbon-based organic molecules mixed together in the so called 
"primordial soup," started to self-orgamze into complex structures 
in response to a severe environmental stress volcanic eruptions 
cosmic radiation, powerful electric storms Similarly Light Forms. 
built from large, organic molecules, become alive' when 
subjected to deformation and viewed in the cross-polarized light 
The stress of deformation, not unlike the environmental stress that 
could have triggered the emergence of life in the primordial soup, 
enforces self-organization in the chaos of gel molecules 







producing images of vibrant life It appears that Light Forms depicts 
nature s unstoppable eagerness to create life from any available bits 
and pieces of organic matter not only in our world but possibly 
elsewhere in the Universe 

Your work gets rave reviews. It is both accessible and 
challenging, sophisticated without being distant. 

When I ask people why they like my images their explanations are 
usually vague I think people react to the graceful harmony of 
biomorphic shapes, to the mysterious light they emit, to vivid colors 
to perceived vitality and unique beauty Maybe people are also 
attracted to a contrast between alien and familiar elements in my 
compositions Light Forms are like living entities from another world 
they seem to be made of light and colors but. at the same time, they 
resemble something we vaguely recognize: newly found specimens 
observed under a microscope or unknown creatures captured in 
great depths of the ocean People see various shapes and creatures 
in my images I encourage these multiple interpretations by giving 
my works titles that mimic Latin names (the meaning is usually 
hidden in the name and some may be guessed) 

Are you part of an arts community, collective, or milieu? 

I have many ties with the local photographic community in London 
Ontario, and I have received a lot of wonderful feedback from my 
photographer friends I often attend lectures in local photo clubs and 
I go to photo exhibitions Outside of my project. I still enjoy 'regular' 
photography and. from time to time I sign up for a workshop or for 
an interesting photography tour I post my travel photo images 
on www shollowobeo com A few years ago I was also invited to join 
a local art collective This is a group of very talented abstract 
painters and I am the only photographer among them I discovered 
we have very much in common and we discuss our art from quite 
different perspectives 

Mentor(s) or inspiration(s) who are meaningful to you? 

I love experimental photography especially when images show the 
beauty of natural phenomena, through the use of very short or very 


long exposures, the use of filters or unusual lighting which are 
otherwise impossible to see My early inspiration was Fabian 
Oefner who captures the invisible effects of simple science 
experiments and transforms them into stunning art 
photography. I am also inspired by Don Komarechka a 
Canadian nature, macro and landscape photographer, who 
explores the natural world by pushing the limits of modem 
camera equipment and the physical limitations of light itself 

How do you seek out 
new opportunities for 
publication and shows? 

Seeking new 
opportunities takes a lot 
of time (probably as 
much as creating new 
art) but what makes a 
difference is a combined 
effort My artwork 
generates more interest 
now than a few years 
ago 

l entered the art world 
without formal artistic 
education and without any 
personal leads The good 
thing about it was that, from 
the start, I boldly submitted 
my works to high profile 
galleries in large cities because nobody told me that maybe l 
should start with local, smaller ones So I have received tons 
of rejections but occasionally I was lucky to land an exhibit 
Over the years I also submitted my images to numerous 
photo competitions, first as an amateur and later as a 
professional 







Is there a show, exhibit, or publication that you remember as 
most exciting or meaningful? 

My most meaningful exhibit was the very first one. which happened 
in 2013 in Warsaw. Poland That was my crash course in all aspects 
of organizing a solo exhibition in an art gallery Also, the first large 
photo exhibit in my hometown in November 2018. was a big event 
for me I obtained municipal and provincial funding and I was able to 
show 30 pieces of my artwork In addition. I was responsible for 
marketing and for the arrangement of my pieces in the gallery and I 
found it very enjoyable. 



image t Paul Lambert 


My favorite success stories also include some photo contests In 
2017 one of my images was shortlisted in the Nature category of the 


Open Competition SONY World Photography Awards One year 
later, another image was selected for a cover of the F-Stop 
Magazine 

What's next? Projects? Destinations? Fantasies? 

I will be returning to the CONTACT Photography Festival in May. 
2020. with a new solo exhibition Before that in February. I am 
joining a group of photographers traveling to Antarctica 

How can we stay in touch with you? 

Inquiries: 

kurowska [at] rogers [dot] com 
Website: 

htt ps://li g htforms.ca 

Instagram: 

Elzbieta Kurowska (@elzbietakurowska3875) 
Facebook: 

www.facebook.com/elakurowskaphoto graphy 

500px: 

https://500px.com/kurowska 


MagCloud 


Visit magcioud.com to buy the perfect- 
bound print edition of Octobers Dek Unu 


Sales support the artists and the non-profit magazine. 
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